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P: So I'm here today with Mr. Michael Ben Ho at the National Park Service, and we'll begin the 
interview by asking you about your past. For example, did you, where did you live in Cambodia 
and something about your parents and what did you do in Cambodia? 

M: Ok. My name is Michael Ben Ho. I escaped from Cambodia in 1980, because when the 
fighting between the Communist Pol Pot and the Vietnamese, in that time I tried to escape from 
Cambodia to Thailand. From the camp in Thailand I had a chance to reach the United States and 
live in California in 1982. 

P: Could I ask you a question about, what were you doing in Cambodia, your occupation when 
the Kmer Rouge came into power? 

M: Before the Communist took over the country I was a bank manager. I was in Phnom Penh, 
the capital of Cambodia. I worked in the bank more than ten years. That means I have some 
background of the accounting, of the management and also especially in banking operations. 

P: And were you married then? 

M: Ah, I'm married, I have two children. One daughter and one son. 

P: And you eventually fled the country toward Thailand? 
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M: I escaped from Cambodia to Thailand by walking. It's three days and four nights across the 
forest and the jungle without food, without shoes and no clothes. Ah, just a small clothes, to 
reach the boarder. 

P: Now the Thai had two or three main camps along the boarder. I think they give them 
numbers. Camp number one and number two. 

M: Ya. When I came to Thailand, the Thai people put me in the camp we call (says name in 
Cambodian), that's a little bit far from the real town of Thailand. That’s a little bit far. And after 
that I met with the International Red Cross and some of the U.N. And at that time I tried to ask 
him to move to another country. 
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P: Urn, resettled. 

M: Resettle in another country. 

P: So were you basically afraid for your life in camp, for your life? 

M: Yes, because we don't know where the Thailand pushed back to, when the Thailand pushed 
back to our country or not. If they push us back to our country, we don’t have the chance to live. 
Because on that time we don’t have any food and they are fighting between the North Vietnamese 
and people and also the Pol Pot Communists. 

P: Urn, what were the living conditions like in the camp? 

M: The condition living in the camp, you know, it looked like the prisoner too. But we had the 
food to eat. It's not like Cambodia. We don’t have the freedom. We don’t have any liberty to talk, 
to discuss and besides that, we don't have any food. In the camp we have some kind of liberty to 
talk together, but we don’t have the liberty to go out. We must stay in the camp, always in the 
camp and we have some food. 

P: The Vietnamese claimed that they were liberating the Cambodians from Pol Pot when they 
invaded in 1978 I think. 

M: 1979. 

P: 79. Urn, did you witness any of the murdering that Pol Pot was undertaking against some of 
his own people? 

M: Oh yes, in my village there are too many kinds of killing. And maybe you saw in the movie 
the Killing Field, ain't the same. Everybody must go to war from the morning, 4:00 in the 
morning and come back to the camp again around 10:00 at night. And we must work hard from 
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4:00 to 10:00 without, just a small porridge. Just one time of the small porridge to eat. And we 
don't have the chance to know what is the real meat, even the fish meat, we don’t have the chance 
to have that one too. Because the Pol Pot, the Communist Regime they say everything must 
belong to the government, must belong to the party. And even for your family, you don't have the 
time to meet together. Your wife sent to another camp, your children sent to another camp and 
you are alone. You stay, you walk with the men in the field. 

Two or three months they send you to the village to learn the doctrine, the party Communist 
doctrine, is the real Communist party. At that time you meet a little bit your wife or your 
children. Sometime. Sometime you don't have the chance to meet. Even you meet them, you 
cannot shake, go to talk together. No, we must say (unclear) at that time and go back to work. 
That means we don't have any liberty, any freedom to talk, to discuss, to share what happened. 

(And we saw in our life?) how he punished the people for the small mistakes. Like you know 
already, we don’t have any school, no market, no (unclear), no nothing. That for the small 
mistake, no church. That he take you to kill right away, in front of the public that means to show 
to the public, doesn’t make like example of a sample like him. He wants to have the people 
scared, afraid and respect him, all kinds of orders he would like to ask you, to assign you to do it. 
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P: Hm. As far as you know, are conditions still bad in Cambodia today? 

M: Really, right now I don't know yet. Because some of the letters sent to Cambodia, we never 
get back. Like me, I'm trying to find my relatives also in Cambodia, but I don’t have any chance 
to get that. And some people, they have some letters from Thailand, they say they still have the 
problem. Because right now the Communist Vietnamese occupied country, the letter might be 
sent over there, has been checked up. If it's not good, he don’t want to make the delivery to the ... 

P: So they read your mail? 

M: Ya, they read all kinds of mail. 

P: So you said that you were able to leave Thailand through some U.N., (M: United States) 
United States. (M: Yes) Did you come directly to the United States? 

M: Yes. 

P: By plane? 

M: Ah, I don’t remember that, what is plane. But we came from Thailand straight to United 
States, in California. 
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P: Oh I see, so you landed in California? 

M: Yes. 

P: And what city? 

M: In Los Angeles. We landed in Los Angeles and we go to live in San Bernadino town, near 
about sixty miles from Los Angeles to the South. 

P: Is there any reason you chose San Bernadino? 

M: No choice. We had the sponsor over there. They take care of our family. 

P: And could you tell me something about your sponsor? 

M: Ah the sponsor, that's a real nice sponsor. He take care of everything. Even the first month, 
he take care of all the food, all the programs. He take us to go to the Social Security to apply for 
the Social Security. He take us to the Health Center to check up the immunization, the health 
screening until the doctor, believes this family is fine. And that time we tried to find the job. 

P: So you came to the country with your wife and your children? 

M: Yes. 

P: It's not as if you first came here and then sent for them? 

M: No. 

P: So you were lucky that your family stayed together. 
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M: Yes. 

P: Was your sponsor a religious organization? 

M: Yes. He's religious to Christian organization. 

P: And how long did you stay in San Bernadino? 

M: Oh I stayed over there about two years, because the first one I start to find the job. I would 
like to show also my knowledge. Because I went also to apply in the bank, but the bank don’t pay 
enough, that I don’t have enough money to take care of my family. I need to go to another 
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company. Ask the first one, I go to (unclear) just about one month and later on I become a 
computer operator. And in the meantime I go on another job, but I handle always two jobs in the 
United States. 

P: Did you know English when you came here? 

M: No. I tried to talk, but before this I understand, I know French. I need to translate from 
French to English first before I do something, before I write something. I'm thinking about the 
French words and translate that to English. Sometimes where I go I need to have the dictionary 
with me. 

P: So in Cambodia what kind of school did you go to? 

M: I was in the business school. I had the degree in accounting and finance. 

P: Well in grade school you must have gone to a school that taught you French? 

M: Ok, in elementary school in that time, we used the French as a second language. And after 
the end of the primary school, elementary school, you go to the high school, we go to the French 
school too. Till we graduate, we call in French (says a few words in French) and at that time we 
go to the college. 

P: And your wife, did she work when she was in Cambodia at all? 

M: No. 

P: Family, she took care of the family? 

M: Yes. 

P: Does she work now, here? 

M: Yes. 

P: The only reason I ask is because sometimes in our country women don’t work. There was a 
time when women didn't work. And now it seems like the men and women in every family has, 
the man and the wife... 

M: Because in Cambodia, before the Communist took over the country, one family can go to 
work and take care of the whole family with ten or twenty people. Just with the small pay and we 
can take care of that, because everything is not expensive. For example, even the farmer too, he 
go, the real fanner, one fanner in the family can take care about two or three, another family. His 
son and 
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and daughter go to school, everything, he don't have to go to work. But with the Communist, 
100% of the people must go to work in the field. 

P: Hm. So how long did you stay in San Bemadino? 

M: I stayed more than two years and I moved to Lowell in 1983. The end of 1983. 

P: Is there any reason why you came to Lowell? 

M: Because I have some relatives. They came to the United States, they settled in Lowell and 
they don’t want to go to California or anywhere else, because they would like to stay in Lowell. 
They feel Lowell is a good community, has a good community and they have the friends and also 
some relatives that live in Lowell already. And they say, if we go to California, that’s a warm 
country, that’s good, but it’s hard maybe to find a job or to do something. And he like to stay in 
Lowell and asked me to come to join him in Lowell. Like that, I came from California to Lowell. 

P: What is it about Lowell that makes it better than other communities? 

M: Ok. In Lowell here, when I came in Lowell they had only about three hundred families in, the 
end of 1983. About three hundred families. But in November or October 1984 we found that 
there are 398 families, Cambodian, living in Lowell. 

At that time, we know almost together. We go to one house, to another house because we have 
about three hundred family only. And we share together to organize the small association, that 
committee to help also of our people. We had a committee at that time and we create also another 
one we call the committee for the Buddhist Temple. But we don’t have any Monk yet at that time. 
We just create but we don’t have the paper yet ready for officially to become a real committee. 

P: Alright, so you were saying you formed a Cambodian Mutual Association. MAA, Mutual 
Assistance Association. That was formed in 1983? 

M: No. Before we had that small association, but in 1984, the end of the 1984 we create and 
with the help from the MORR to help us to create we call the MAA, The Cambodian MAA. That 
means Cambodian Mutual Assistance Association, helped by the MORR that (unclear ... ) 

P: What does the Mutual Assistance Association do? 

M: The Cambodian MAA have too many programs. The big program that we have, we have 
four. The first one, we have the class for ESL Class. That means the English (unclear) to teach 
our people, just came in the United States, to understand how to live in the United States. The 
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rule, the law and also some English skill. We have the class for the just begin of the class and we 
have another class we call pre-vocational class. And we have a third class, that means the highly 
(unclear) we train them to know what is the skill. How to go to work in the United States. That 
mean, almost ready to send them go to work—, in the different factories around the Lowell area. 
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The first one, we teach them how to speak English, the next step, teach them how to write 
English and after that, go to the skill training. We have all kinds of skills. We have carpentry, 
electricity and plumber to understand. And these people, when they get off from the school, they 
can go to work right away. 

P: To go where? 

M: To work. 

P: Oh to work. Right. 

M: Besides the class planning, we have also the Job placement. That I was over there, ask the 
job (unclear). We try to place the people and contact with all the factories around the Lowell 
area. About sixty factories around the Lowell area. Not only in Lowell only, Billerica, Bedford, 
Burlington, Acton. Go to some, go to Nashua, Hudson, Tyngsboro, Tewksbury, Andover and 
even Lawrence, Haverhill too. We place the people around this area. And besides that, we 
contact also in another State, the New Hampshire State to send our people go to work over there 
too. Because they gave some privilege, that means the transportation provided by the employer. 

And we place people almost, at least thirty to forty people every month to the different 
companies around the Lowell area. 

P: When new Cambodians come here they mustn’t have... ? 

M: Go to school. 

P: Ya. But when they come to the country, in general they mustn’t have much money. 

M: They don’t have any money, the first ones. The government support about eighteen months. 
But some of our people, they don't like to stay there eighteen months. Some just stay on the 
welfare about two or three months. Some go to six months. Even some, they don’t knew how to 
write, how to read anything. They must stay a little bit longer. But until he understands English, 
able to go to work. He go to work. Except some (unclear) lady and she cannot go to work. She 
must stay and to take care of the children. That lady must stay on welfare. With the men, the men 
except elderly people, 99% go to work. 
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P: Are there a lot of elderly Cambodians? 

M: We have some about in here, but not two or three hundred elderly people in Lowell right 
now. 

P: And how many Cambodians are there total? 

M: The total right now in 1984, October 1984, we have 398. Until last month that means March 
1986, we have 1,158 families recorded in the Cambodian MAA. And we have all the names, the 
address and the phone numbers, everything. All these people we go to check door by door to 
have all these names and we put in the computer too. If sometimes there are the people from 
another state call us to find, do you know this name, this family? And we open that record and 
we can say, ok we know this name, his address, where he lives and everything. And we give 
some information to the relatives. Like that he has the communication by letter later on. 
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P: So this means then, it's unlikely that there’ll be illegal Cambodians coming into this country as 
there are illegal Mexicans? 

M: Oh no, is not illegal. We came in here by the refugee program. 

P: No, when I say illegal, people from Mexico can come across the boarder and start working 
here and the government doesn’t even know that they're here. But for people coming from South 
East Asia, it seems like the government controls exactly how many ... 

M: Yes. That we came in here, that legally. And we had pennit go to work and support by the 
government. And also, I would like to say thanks for the government to help us to survive. And 
especially to people living in Lowell in here, support also by the authority of Lowell to share and 
support all of our people. To live, to have the freedom, to live the good, no harassment, nothing 
and very supportive from the authority of Lowell. And we are very glad to live in Lowell and 
have the good support like that. 

P: Are you ever afraid for your like though, from either other Cambodians who might be coming 
over from the Communist government? Is that possible? 

M: No. In here, in United States we never afraid of anything. 

M: No. In here, in United States we never afraid of anything. Because when they came to the 
United States, even the Communist, he see the United States is like heaven you see. He see 
everything, that everybody like to have the freedom. 

But the Communist, he was born in the Communist, he don’t know what is the liberty mean. He 
know only how to fight, he know only how to handle gun. When the Thai just born, no how to 
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work, he teach already how to handle the gun. How to kill people. And he don't have any 
knowledge to see a little bit for how to do something. lie know only one way, bow to dominate 
the people. That's it. 

When they come to the United States, it's clear how is the freedom, how is the business, how is 
the people live in here. It is not like in Cambodia. 

P: Did you have any knowledge of the United States when you were in Cambodia? Did you 
either know people who came here and wrote back home or did you learn about the country in 
school or was it the war itself? 

M: Ah, when I was in the school, I know the United States. All the states I know already. I know 
the United States, where to locate everything, from the school. Because at the school in high 
school, they teach us the geographia. Two or three years from the, like the tenth grade, eleventh 
grade, the geographia, economy in the United States. And we know already all that time when we 
came over here, where is California, where is Mass., where is Connecticut, where New York. We 
already know that. But we know just (unclear) we know by the book (unclear). 

P: Did you know anything about the American way of life? 

M: Yes. I know of the American way of like. I know already, because we use also the American 
car, our country, before the Communist took over our country. 
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We have the American over there, we have the American Embassy over there. We talk with 
American people too. We, that we can go to the bank, make the change of the money everything. 
We know all this. But we never know what is country. 

P: Here in Lowell are you ever ah, is there any conflict between some other South East Asian 
groups like the Vietnamese? 

M: Oh no, we don't have any conflict in here. We want to have peace. And we don’t want to 
separate again. We would like to develop our community in here, to help the new (?), to help the 
poor people or the non-educated people to become the educated people. Understand how to live 
in the United States, respect the rule and the law of the United States. Is not want to be like in 
Cambodia. We educate all these people to become very soon a real citizen of the United States. 

P: Urn, you've given people, you've given them classes to learn English? 

M: Yes. 

P: But have you also managed to have people register to vote? 
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M: When they become a citizen, ok, they have allow to register to vote. On that time, when you 
become a citizen, you must past the test at Superior Court, (P: in Boston) in Boston or in Lowell. 
And after that the judge decide that you past the test. If you don’t past the test, that mean you 
don’t know the story, the history of the United States. 

P: And what would you do if you didn’t past the test? 

M: Go back to school, learn again. Learn until you become the real citizen of the United States. 
To understand the history, how to live in the United States, the rule, the law and also how to go 
to the vote, how many senators in the United States, when you can vote to be a senator too. This 
is not only to leam, it is that we need to educate the people to become a real, a nice citizen. 

P: You know, I remember hearing the news about, Ming Lee was among the (Mung?) tribe of 
Laos. People living in California, these Laotians were having problems with the law. Because 
sometimes American law is different from the kind of customs that these people had in their 
home country. 

M: Because I don’t know this one, the (unclear) in California might be they don’t have the 
community to educate, over here that's different. With the support from the Lowell authority and 
also the people in here, we want to educate all our people to become like I say again, a real nice 
American Citizen. Not dealing with some kind of drug, or to steal, make the robbery or stay 
around the street. We want to say, oh the Cambodian people is a good people living in Lowell 

TAPE SIDE I ENDS - SIDE II BEGINS. 

P: Education in Cambodia effects how well people can adapt to American life. 

M: Like you know already, I’ll tell you again about the people. All the educated people has been 
killed by the Communist. Ninety five percent of the educated people has been killed by the 
Communist. That mean only five percent 
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left, might be less than that. And the people came from Cambodia to Lowell to the United States, 
not the real educated people. Some they don’t know how to write his own language. Some they 
know how to read only his language. But most of them, we say ninety percent, not educated 
people. But up to the Association of the Cambodian people try to educate all of these people and 
adapt with the situation, how to live in the United States. 

P: So that must be very difficult for you to do? 


10 



M: Ya. It is very difficult because of some, you go to for example, you, you go there to our 
country, you don’t know any Cambodian language. The first one, you want to live in peace. You 
need to know how to adapt with the custom. With the life over there, how to live over there. And 
after that you need to know how to learn, how to speak the language. Like here, the people come 
to the United States must be adapt with the custom, with the life and all kind of food in here and 
the language. 

P: Did you find yourself liking certain things about America and disliking other things about our 
country? 

M: For me a little bit familiar for that. Because when I was in Cambodia I made several travel to 
the foreign country. I know already some kind of adaptation of this one. A little bit hard for my 
family, the first one to start in here. But is not too bad. Just one, two, three months we'll be all 
set. We'll be ready to adapt with the American community. 

P: What was the difficulty you found coming here? 

M: The first one, the language. The language, that's hard to learn. And the next one, like the 
custom. The American people, them use the bicycle, them use (P: I do, I'm the only one though) 
(laughs) the motorcycle. Everywhere he go, he need to drive the car. And we don’t know how to 
drive the car. We need to adapt that one, how to drive the car. How to speak, how to go to the 
shopping. Is not the same. And also the weather is different. Over there we have only the summer 
and the rain. And over here we have all kind, the winter, the spring, the fall. (Both laugh) 

P: So I would imagine you don't like winter that much here? 

M: Oh, I didn’t like winter, I don't like the snow. But for me, it don’t take too long in here. Two 
or three months, that's ok. 

P: So you're saying you've never seen snow before when you were ... ? 

M: No, we never see the snow before. And even in California, if you wanted to see the snow you 
need to go to the mountain to see the snow. You need to make the travel, drive about eighteen 
miles from my town go to see the snow. 

P: Urn, you know the government of the United States is trying to rewrite the immigration 
policies of this country and it seems as though they're going to restrict the number of people 
coming to the country. Are you concern? Have you heard about this, are you concern? 
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M: No, I don’t know about that. Because that political. The Cambodian people don’t want to 
involve too much in the political. When we involved how to live, bow to find a job, how to go to 
work. That's it. Like you know, the Cambodian people living in Lowell work hard. We have the 
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good reputation around of the employee of the factory around here. Would like for us to send 
five, he go to ask, please send more, ten. And sometime we don’t have people to send them to the 
factory. Because we work hard. If you gave to us forty hours a week, we need to create some 
more thirty hour over-time. Like that we stay longer in that factory, even though he needs to find 
another job to support his family. Because the rent in Lowell, that very expensive. And for one 
job is not enough. If one job they have overtime, that's ok. Without overtime we need to find 
another job. Even though the husband and wife must go to work together. 

P: What would happen if suddenly jobs became scarce? Would you be, you know scarce? Let's 
say the electronic industry collapses, would you move from here or ... ? 

M: Yes. Because you know already the Cambodian people never have the skill, electronic skill, 
never. Even in our country, when we was over there, we was a farmer. We know how to plant 
rice, we know how to plow the ground. And we came over here, we need to adapt with the 
situation. We know how to work with the skill, the electronic center in here. Even they change, 
what, to go to become a plumber? Well we, I think that's no problem either. Because we just go 
to teach, (P: leam) to leam and teach the people how to start with the plumber. 

If you want to go to for example, go to be carpentry, in the carpentry, they know already, because 
our country use to be use with the wood. And I think we don't have any problems. Even the 
electronic company call up (unclear) that's no problem for all of the Cambodian people. Because 
we know already how to work hard, how to learn, how to recon ciliate with the people too. 

P: When some Cambodians came over did they expect to be farmers in America? 

M: Oh, they say any kind of job. Even he sent him to be a fanner, that be ok, that be fine. If he 
send you to anyplace, that's no problem because we became from the fanner to here, that was 
different. Like from our planet to another planet. With too much different. And we come over 
here, we try to work with the electronic company, through the computer. Do we know some skill 
already? Did we know that? Say no, we never see that before. Even some kind of (?) some kind 
of dial or register, we never see that. But how we can adapt, how we (?) a technician in the 
company that maybe you know how we work hard to do that. 

P: What are your hopes for your children? 

M: My hope of my children, I want them to graduate from college and that time it's up to them to 
choose what he go to do. Because in United States that's the freedom of the people. To choose 
the career for them. I just make orientation and push them a little bit to go to the school. Not to 
drop the school, that to continue until graduation from the college. 

P: Do you ever expect to go back to Cambodia? 
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M: I don't know yet. I cannot tell you. Because right now I become an American Citizen. 
Everything must go by the law and to the rule of the American citizen. 
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P: Do you find that most Cambodians do become citizens eventually? 

M: Right now they try, all the Cambodians would like to become an American citizen. They like 
the American people. They support everything. They like very much to live in the United States. 
And they will be citizens. Like that, they go to the school trying to understand, to know how to 
write English and some rule, some law to become a real citizen. 

P: Do you think there's a fear that if they don’t become citizens they could be thrown out of the 
country? 

M: No. (P: no?) Because we have already the green card. That after one year you live, you stay 
in the United States, you're allowed to have the resident, the pennanent resident in the United 
States. And even we don’t become a citizen yet, but that people go to leam about that, go to make 
the test until they graduate also, they become a real citizen. 

P: What do you think the next major step the Cambodian people should do in Lowell? What I 
mean is, now let's say you become a naturalized citizen and you have a job but you still don’t 
have much political power let's say. How can the Cambodian people go about gaining this kind 
of power? 

M: We don’t want to handle the power. We just want to live in peace. We have enough 
separation, we don’t have the, we know enough what is the freedom, what is the liberty. And we 
don’t want to separate again with the family and we don't want to escape again from the freedom 
we found already. We want to live in peace. Work with the government, work with the authority 
and just to live in peace. Continue to become a real, a nice citizen. Like your Trench Canadians 
and the Greek people or some of another immigrant living in Lowell, become a real, a nice 
citizen too. 

P: Now could you tell me something about the temple you’re trying to create? 

M: Ok. Most of the Cambodian people, that say about 80% of the Cambodian are Buddhist. 

They raise money to build a temple. Last time, last about last three months, we found a place in 
North Chelmsford in Quigley Street. And it cost two hundred, fifty thousand dollars. We raise 
money, almost one year, to get about seventy thousand and people agree to buy that building to 
become a temple. To make the (?) dream to have a real temple, Cambodian temple. This temple 
helped our goal that made it (?) to our people. And educate also some people, they don’t yet, all 
the elderly people, they don’t know how to speak English everything. And we educate these 
people to become a little bit familiar in the American way. 
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And besides that, we teach them for the religion, the Buddhist religion. Like you know, the 
Buddhist religion is against the killing. Even the animal, is not allowed to kill the animal, is not 
allowed to kill all kinds that we say, some (?) alive. 

P: Like a soul? Things with souls in a sense? 

M: No. 

P: No? 


-11 

M: Something is alive, know how to make the (bread?)? Even insects is alive animal too. And 
the Buddhist people cannot kill that one. Even the insect. Because they want to be educated 
people, to become a real peace people. And we make the counseling of the people to find the 
peace. Like the meditation of the people. And we create the temple to conduct, go to the peace 
way. And we have two monks. 

P: Oh, you have Monks? 

M: Yes. Right now we're still doing, to have the permit occupancy of that building. Maybe next 
month we’ll be ready. 

P: So do you think someday you'll try to set up a seminary to train Monks in the country here? 

M: Yes, because right now the Monks, we have already two Monks in here. And maybe 
someday some of the people want to become a Monk too. And I hope after we get the temple, 
there I think there are some people ready to become a Mo nk . 

P: Oh young people ready? 

M: Yes. 

P: Because eventually would you say that, either you set up your own seminary or you have to 
keep, priest have to keep immigrating (M: Yes) to this country? And that could be a problem. 

M: Ah. that's up to the people. Because right now we don't ask the people to move from another 
state to here. But all the people try to move from another state, from New York, Pennsylvania, 
Virginia, California, all over the place move to Lowell right now. We have too many people. 
Even the school, we have a problem to find a place, find a teacher because there are too many 
people move in Lowell. 

P: Do you know roughly how many Cambodian there are in the country? 
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M: I don't know. I don’t have any idea. But I know only in Lowell more than six thousand people 
already have been resettled in Lowell. 


P: And when did the first group of Cambodians come in? 

M: In 1980 there are one or two family come in here in Lowell. And after that there are two or 
three more families. But the people come in Lowell around 1983. About three hundred families, 
that's it. 

P: And how long have you been organizing the (Creative?) Temple? 

M: It was created already like the Association for to have the temple in 1983. But in that time we 
don’t have the legal yet. That mean we don’t have the real association yet. Until, we create in the 
same time of the Cambodian MAA and the same time we put the application, for the temple to 
become an nonprofit organization. And we create in that time the temple too. 
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P: How did you learn how to become an organization in this country. Who helped the 
Cambodians? 

M: The first one, that the MORR, that was the Massachusetts of the Refugee Settlement. It make 
the training to create our own community we call MAA. 

P: Oh, the Mass MORR trains Cambodians to be leaders? 

M: Yes, to be leader. 

P: Did the International Institute help? 

M: No. 

P: Not at all? 

M: No. They gave the place to us. 

P: What place? 

M: The International Institute. We use the classroom. 

P: And do the Cambodians have their own meeting center now? 
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M: Yes. We have the own meeting, the Cambodian MAA. The Center. 


P: Where's that? 

M: Ah, no. Right now we rent also the International Institute, one part. We rent that from the 
International Institute. 

P: Um. Did the people in Chelmsford... ? I seem to remember some people not wanting the 
Cambodian Temple in ... ? 

M: Because the people in North Chelmsford, they do not know what is the Cambodian Buddhist 
Temple vet. Because they don't have no idea yet what is a Buddhist Temple. If you think much 
more that that, because the Buddhist temple create over there... Before we create over there, we 
go to look how is the area? We know that area is a good area, it's a peace area and we go to talk 
with the real estate to buy that building. We want to have the good neighborhood too. Before 
even you buy the house, the house is cheap, but in a bad area you don't want to buy that house. 
Like us too, we go to look. We found that area was a good area, we buy that building. 

When we buy that building, the people in North Chelmsford, they don't know who come to live 
in here. They know oh, that's the Cambodian people. They don’t know what is the background of 
the Cambodian people. But we go to talk with them, we say the Cambodian people is the nice 
people, would like to have the peace. We don’t want to disrupt the neighborhood. We want to 
live together, we want to share together. We talk with the priest, with the church, to spread all 
kinds of ... To understand to the people that we are the one who want to live in peace, want to 
make the good communication with all the neighborhood. And I think we don’t have any problem 
right now. Just the problem of understanding. 

P: What could we do to improve our understanding of the Cambodian people? Or even all of the 
South East Asian people? Festivals maybe? Do you see festivals and dancing as a way to 
improve the knowledge of Americans of the Cambodians? 
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M: No, we have some kind of (?). Like we go to talk at a meeting. We share we create a book 
and we have the festival, like the New Year Assembly in City Hall. We show that to the public. 
And also, besides that our own people must show to the American, to the neighborhood, to the 
people that we would like to live in peace. We don't want to show some kind of the mean manner 
to the public. Everybody must go to work, come back from work, stay home. Not go to the bar 
and go to the dancing. Don’t show some kind of character, the meaning something else. 

And these people, the neighborhood go to share this work to everybody. And they look for word 
outside to see how the Cambodian people live in Lowell. Right now they know that the 
Cambodians living in Lowell work bard. All the factories know that. They say all the supervisors 
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recommend more and more to hire some more Cambodian people in the factory. And all these 
people go to work, they have the friend, they share together and everybody know like a real 
neighbor, like a real friend. 

P: How do you interpret some of the violence that has been committed against South East 
Asians? 

M: OK. You know that all the country, all the town have the terrorist. Who can prevent that? We 
have the bad and the good. That the terrorist are just one. That's the small part. Even the 
government, he don't want to have that one. But what happen? Sometime we found the small, 
like in your house, you don’t want to have the dirt in your house. But what happen, you still have 
some kind of dirt in your house. Who can prevent that. The government, even if you are the 
owner of the house, you try to clean everyday. Right? (P: Right) But we still have the dirt in 
there. The same thing in the town. The city of Lowell try to cooperate with us and even the 
government try to do something to cooperate, to work hard to eliminate all kinds of stuff. All 
kinds of terrorist, all kinds of bad people. But we still have. That we cannot blame to the 
government or the city of Lowell or to anyone. But this is what happens. 

We need to try to educate the people, how to concentrate, how to do that. How to accept that. 
That's the best way. We do not want to make the revenge. To say one make the mistake, to 
accuse the whole group is not. Because in one group we still have some kind... Even in your 
family you have sick children for example, is not all the children are not good, but there are one 
is something. He make something strange than another (?). 

P: So you're trying to keep people from over reacting to violence? 

M: Yes, to violence. 

P: That's probably the most important thing that you can do. 

M: Yes. We try to keep that. Even our people also don't want to have that one. Even what 
happen, the small things for example, your car have the windshield broken. This not only what 
happened to the Cambodian. It happened also to the American people. But what we can say, that 
this is not a real harassment, that what happens in small incidences like that. 

P: In the city of Lowell there's been reports that some South East Asians live in very poor 
housing conditions. 
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M: Oh that's right, that's really right! Because there's some have two, three for example, one we 
don't have two children. How much money she get from the welfare? About four hundred. 
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P: A month? 


M: Ya, about more than four hundred a month? How much she pay for the rent? 

P: Four hundred? (laughs) 

M: How she can survive? Ok. That means we need to do something to help her. Because the 
increase of the rent in Lowell that almost double from the last two years. Maybe you know that. 
And the people must ... And the increase of the salary is none, is still the same. 

But we have the community, we support morally by the people. But for the money, sometimes 
we cannot help that people, but very poor must stay in one house with two or three, two families. 
Sometime we mix together to share the rent. 

P: And how about the buildings themselves? Some of these buildings are very old. The living 
conditions themselves appear to be bad. 

M: This even some people already buy the house, even the building is bad. We are the 
Cambodians, we know how to remodeling too. But even one piece is bad, buy the new one, make 
the change. But a little bit more and more remodeling by his own. Not the whole (work?), we just 
do something like to repair something for the small things. 

P: I was just wondering what kind of recreation activity you engage in here in the country? 

M: In the country or in Lowell? 

P: In Lowell, (both laugh) 

M: Ok. In Lowell we have the soccer team, the basketball team, volley ball team. We try to 
make the organization to meet with some kind. With the Laotian, or with the friend, or with 
another Cambodian from another town. From Boston, something like that the activity. And 
besides that we have the dance, traditional dance. We have the band. 

P: Do you have traditional costumes? 

M: Ya. We have a traditional dance too, to show like at the City Hall. Did you see that? 

P: Ya. 

M: Yes. That's the traditional dance. We have the teacher to teach the traditional dance. And we 
have the musician, traditional musician. Also, besides that we have some kind of activity. Like 
the summer, we take all the people, go to take like the boat, go to see the island. Go to the picnic. 
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We rent all the school bus in here. We put about two or three hundred people, go to the (ice 
capades?) outside of Lowell. Go to the beach or the island. 

P: Oh, I see. 
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M: Ya. We go over there and some we have the movies show. The Cambodian movie show. 

P: And so you're doing some of the same things you might have done in... 

TAPE SIDE II ENDS - TAPE II, SIDE I BEGINS 

P: Maybe one other question related to the celebration of holidays. Now is (Tet?) the most 
important holiday? Not (Tet?) ah, the New Year? 

M: The (Tet?) is for Vietnamese. (P: Only?) Ya. For us we call the New Year, that means we 
celebrate on April. The (Tet?) was celebrated on February, is not the same. And the New Year 
like you see in the New Year at the City Hall, (P: Yes) we make traditional ceremony, we show 
the blessing dance and the monk pray for the blessing also to the people living in Lowell. To 
have the peace, to cooperate and to coordinate and both together in one team. That we would like 
to have in Lowell. 

P: So you seem to describe the Cambodians as being a very unified group somewhat. 

M: Ah, yes. We are the unify group in Lowell. Even we have much more people just come in 
almost everyday. But we have the people go to talk, go to discuss, resolve problems. We have the 
counseling. We have the people like the parent group, go to help the new arrivals. We have the 
brother we call the older brother, go to talk with the young people to understand how to find the 
job, everything. To make the team go to the right way. 

P: Urn, do you ever find Cambodian youth, children, doing things that you wish they wouldn’t 
do? 

M: Until right now I didn’t see anything bad, because the Cambodian youth people respect 
parents and also respect the teacher. And everything the parent told them to do, they try to do as 
well as he like. 

P: I was just wondering if maybe they pick up some habits from American? (laughs) 

M: Oh yes. They, we have some. But the custom is a barrier between that way. Go to be, to have 
too much freedom. But we have some conflict too between the parent and also the children. 
Because the children want to have too much freedom. 
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For example, a girl of fourteen years old would like to have also the boyfriend. Or fifteen, or 
seventeen would like to have the boyfriend. And the parents say no. You cannot have the 
boyfriend unless I decide that for you. And you are a girl Cambodian, you must stay home. When 
you come back from the school, you cannot go anywhere else without the escort from your 
brother or from your sister or grom your parent. You cannot go alone. 

That make the barrier, the control by the parents. And some of the young boys, they say ok, I 
want to go someplace else and to play. The parents say ok, please don’t go, stay. And sometime if 
he go, the parent go to turn off the TV for one evening. Say, you are not allowed to see TV 
because you don't respect my words. That's your punishment. That’s how to educate the people. 
But we still have some problems a little bit, but not too much. We still have the problem because 
the children educate in Cambodia is too much different the children educate in the United States. 

P: They're educated differently? 
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M: Ya differently in the (P: Two countries), we say, how to educate? 

P: It's a different process? 

M: It's a different process. 

P: How are you educating your children differently than your father educated you? 

M: Because right now we need to have the parent understand bow to educate in an American 
way a little bit. And understand also the custom of the Cambodian too. And the both must go 
together. You cannot go one another way. If you say ok, I'm the Cambodian, I want to educate on 
my way, you cannot go like that. 

P: Is that the way your father might have said things? Not your father, but parents? 

M: Ya the parents, father. We need to talk with the parents, to say American way and this and 
Cambodian way is this. And you must put that together, make a little bit soft. Meaning ok, 
tolerate some, don't be too hard. But don’t be too soft. 

The American way, that means too much freedom for the children. He can go to anywhere, he 
can stay outside. He’s dealing with the drug. He's dealing, he smoke everything. And the girl can 
go out with the boyfriend, go to party. And we don't want to have our children do like that. 

We say ok, you must learn how to go to the school, come back from the school. You take only 
the academy, educational, not only some kind of freedom, too much freedom. But you need to 
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learn how to drive like the American people. You need to know how to buy the food like the 
American people. You need to wear the clothes like the American people. But something is bad, 
don’t take. Take only the good. 

But it's not all, but some have a little bit of conflict. But we will resolve that problem. And we go 
to talk with the children, how to discuss that with the parent. Don’t ask from the parent too much 
freedom. 

P: So you have to maintain your identity as Cambodians (M: yes) while being faced with all the 
demands that American society... ? 

M: We don’t want to have the neglect or abuse, fight against the parents. That we would like also 
to be a little bit, go together. The parent sometimes like, love the children, the parent. But for the 
small mistake don’t try to hit the children with the belt or with the stick. If not the parent make 
mistake, ok, we need to understand how to educate. 

In Cambodia if the children make the mistake, they hit with the belt or the stick. Is not in here. If 
we hit with the stick or the belt like that, we go to file 5 1 A and we have trouble again. 

P: What do you mean? What's a 5 1 A? 

M: The 5 1 A, that means the neglect or abuse (P: of children) of the children. 

P: Would you actually, in this case would you counsel people who have hit their children (M: 
yes) to do that? 

M: Yes. We make the parent understand how to live in United States like I already repeat that to 
you. We need to talk with the parents, to understand how to live in the United States. It is not do 
everything he want to do. 
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P: So when that parent does something against American law, you're also affected. Everyone is 
hurt by it. 

M: Yes. Everyone is affected. And we don't want to have all the Cambodian almost the same. 
Did this, did that. We want to keep our reputation name too. 

P: Ok. I'll end the interview there and it was very good. Thank you and the Park Service thanks 
you. And I hope we can meet again and have another talk like this. 

M: Thank you very much. 
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The End 


End of Interview 
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